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"

THE .. BETRAYAL

Peggy H arc],ing Love
l

at Bemidji there was only one place
empty, on the long seat at the back of the bus. A young Indian
boy sat next to the window, then the empty place, then two GI's in
wrinkled suntans, and an old lady with a basket in the other corner.
_Mary climbed over the soldiers' feet and knees, smiling apologetically,
and squeezed into the empty seat. The Indian boy moved over as far
as he could; he looked ~bout seventeen, small and thin, and he held
himself rigidly in his corner. It was a hot day in late July but he wore
dark wool trousers, spot~ed C¥ld frayed at the cuffs, and a red and black
checked wool shirt over a dirty white cotton shih. He looked steadily
out of the window, his profile dark and somber.
The soldier next to Mary tU1JJed to her and said, "You almost
didn't get a seat. It's a good thing Gus and me were here to save one for
yOl,l." He was blond and tanned, with dark eye~ that were child-like
in spite of their red rims and bloodshot margins. His whole face looked
half-asleep and very young. He and the other soldier were pleasantly
drunk. Mary laughed and said, "Thanks," and looked away. -She was
still hot and flustered from her run for the bus and making sure her
"suitcase got on, and now this soldier talking to her made her fe~l both
friendly and confused. She didn't mind particuiarly that he was drunk,
but she had to·be quiet for a while to collect herself and prepare for this
transition-the bus ride that would take her back from the silent lake
country into the City and her job and the long waiting ahead.
The bus rumbled beneath them and they moved out of the dusty
northern resort town onto the empty highway. With an almost mystical feeling of love and renunciat~~n Mary watched the countryside
that she was leaving. She had, come to it and l~ft it summer after summer ever since she was a little girl, and now the sight and smell of it
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was woven inextricably into all her memories of the joyous and innocent periods of her childhood. They passed through the sandy wilderness, grown over with scrub pine and sumac, past pine forests impenetrably dark even in the noontime heat and light, and always beyond,
somewhere, lay the still lakes, sometimes only glimpsed secretly below
a bluff and sometimes lying candid and open under the sky. The
cabins of the summer people and the garish little resort towns that
shriveled and faded with the first cold weather had made no real mark
on this country. It was tOQ big, too full of its own secret life to be
defiled by men.. Even the cutover land where monolithic pines had
once grown in a thick gigantic turf seemed not 'so much despoiled as
reborn, beginning again its steady implacable growth under the sun
and wind and snow.
. Looking through the windows, Mary saw outl!ned against the brilliant light outside the dark profile of ,the Indian boy beside her. He
was watching the land pass, too, and in his face and body there was
something of its own vital and fierce .dignity. Once they passed a group
of three Indian huts, pressed back far under the trees, hoyds of bark
and tin surrounded by blankets and old rags on a sagging clothesline
and birchbark baskets hung out for sale. The boy looked at them as he
looked at the trees and sand, as impassively as he might look at his own
face in a mirror. This country i& his, not mine, Mary thought with a
pang of envy. Why is he leaving it? From somewhere hidden a cool
lake Qreeze full of the smell of fresh water blew through the window on
her face. I would live in any hovel, I could stand the bitter cold and
the loneliness, if only I could wait here for David to come home, she
thought fiercely. I could wait here, I could be strong here. But the
bus went on, southward; they were due in lVIinneapolis at eight o'clock.
The young blond soldier said to her, UYou going far?"
Mary turned from the win40w and looked at him. His eyes were
bland but his voice was friendly and persistent. He knew that it was
his right to talk to her and to make her talk to him, and Mary knew it
too. She did not mind now; there was no point any longer in cataloging the landmarks of this inevitable, irreversible journey. She smiled
at him and said, urm going to Minneapolis."
uYou hear that, Gus?" the blond boy saig to the soldier beside
him. "She says she's going to Minneapolis."
Gus leaned forward and stared at her with bright, filmy eyes. He
was alder than the other, tall and lanky, with a long beaky nose and
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dusty brown hair that fell limply over his forehead. "Well, is that
right, going to Minneapolis?" He continued to stare at her owlishly.
"We've got some mighty fine company now, haven't we, Bennett? A
nice pretty girl to talk to for three hundred miles."
"Two hundr~d," Bennett said. "Closer to two hundred."
"All' right, fQr Chrissakes, two hundred," Gus said amiably.
"Let's not get piggish about this. Maybe if this goddamn bus gets any more crowded she'll ha~e to sit op our laps."
Mary looked away from them to hide the tenderness and pity
in her eyes. Evtr since the war had st~rted she had never been 'able
to look at soldiers, on the street, on busses or streetcars, alone or in noisy
groups, drunk or sober, without feeling this terrible pity and sorrow
and under it a pervasive, irrational sense of guilt. There was no soldier
who was not too young to die, tqo innocent to be for.ced to kill. She
could never bring herself to stand' on feminine dignity to warC!l off the
advances and attempted pick-ups that ariy girl alone was bound to run
into from time to time.. She could only smile and say, "I'm sorry," and
go on her way alone, wrapping the thought of David about her loneliness and sad compassion. In her fee1i~g for David there could be no
pity. Even r though he had been in the army for three years and in
Europe for tou~teen months she never thought of David as a soldier.
He was David and she loved him, and when you loved someone the w,ay
she did there was no room for pity.
Bennett wa.~ saying, "I was drinking sherry the past three days and
I don't remember one damn thing about it. I always said when I got .
back in the Stat~ I wasn't going to drink nothing but real Scotch and
I get up in Grand Forks and get blind on sherry."
"That's all right, you save a lot of mqney that way," Gus said.
"Sherry now, that's a nice refined way to drink, isn't it, miss? Say,
what's your name if you don't mind my asking? We got two hundred
~. miles yet; we don't want to be formal."
"Mary," Mary said, smiling at him. "Are you boys going out to
Fqrt Snelling?"
"Yeah," Bennett said, "we both gotta report back tomorrow.. I
landed back here the day before Fourth of July. I been in the country
twenty-two days and I gotta report Eack tomorrow. Drinking sherry the
. last three days, too. Hell, I get the lousy deal every time," and his facelooked like a petulant liitle boy's.
"That's tough," Mary said. "Were you in Germany?"
<
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"I was there two months, all ovel the place. Signal corps. Gus
here, he never got any -farther than Cologne."
"Oh," Mary said. "My husband's ,in Germany. He was in Paris
before, but now he's stationed at Nuernberg. He's in the medical
corps." She was giad for the chance to say it, just to get everything
straight. She hoped that saying it would make everything clear, would
confirm from the beginning the pattern of just a friendly meeting on a
bus trip; and she felt reassured and happy when she saw it made no
difference to them and when Bennett, grinning, only said, "Wouldn't
you know it? All the good-looking girls turn out to be married these
days."
At Walker three more passengers got on the bus. They stood 9r
sat on suitcases in the aisle, and now as the bus went on arid the afternoon air grew hotter and heavier the bus began to fill with casual talk
and a relaxed feeling of the community of their journey. Bennett and
Gus lolled on the hard plush seats with their legs stretched into the
aisle, while Mary, cramped behind the seat ahead of' he~, listened to
their stories, asked the required questions, and !aughed at their wisecracks. She found herself watching. Bennett's face, so boyish ,and open,
trying to find there some sign of the things he had been through, some
revelation of what war and the eternal presence of death had meant
.to him. But it seemed a mask of complete innocence, untouched and
untouchable, reflecting nothing either from without or within.
The two soldiers seemed utterly at ease with each other and with
her, and once, wondering about it idly, she asked how long they had
been in the same outfit. Bennett looked at her in surprise. "Who?
Him and me? We weren't ever in the same outfit. I never saw this
guy before we got on that bus'at Grand Forks this morning," and he
and Gus. look~d at each other and laughed. Mary felt unreasonably
taken aback, as if she had been somehow cheated, and she realized that
she had unconsciously been fitting Bennett and Gus into a stereotyped
picture-the inseparable buddies, sharing pleasure and sorrow, facing
death together an~ loyal to each other beyond any possibility of betrayal. She saw now that there was really no way to know their relationship; it was even conceivable that tonight in some dark downtGwn alley,
after the last, roaring drunk that they were planning, Gus, with his
bright, owlish eyes, might roll this naIve boy and leave him lying there,
unconscious, for the police or the MP's.
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Immediately she knew that this suspicion was unreasonable and
idiotic a~d she was astonished that it had occurred to her; -but for a
few moments she did not want to join again in their friendly banter.
She fumbled in her purse for her ,cigarettes-the No Smoking sign had
long ago been disregarded-and as she drew· out the pack she became
aware again of the Indian boy beside her. She felt him watching her
and on an impulse she turned to him and, offered him a cigarette. His
eyes flicked away immediately,. but as she held the pack out to him he
hesitantly took one and nodded gravely. She lit his for him, then her
own, and silently they both looked out the window. It was a different
landscape now-farmland and,occasional hardwood woodlots with fewer
pines, and although this land too looked bleak it had an appearance
of being under control, domesticated in its meagerness. Soon even the .
bleakness and poverty would be past and they would come to the rich,
treeless fields of corn and the lush pastureland that never had been
forest. With a spasm of nostalgia and almost physical longing she
turned back to 'the soldiers beside her, and when Bennett put a casual
arm across her shoulder~ she wa~ almost glad.
At Brainerd they stopped for half ai\ hour and Mary, avoiding the .~
crowded station cafe, went down the street to a diner to eat. .She finished quickly and walking back through the hot, late-afternoon sunlight
climbed into the stuffy, silent bus -several minutes early. The Indian
boy sat alone on the back seat, 'still and watchful in the green-plush
gloom, eating a~ egg sandl\,Tich. . Mary took her place beside him, smiling at him shyly as she stretched her cramped legs into the aisle for a
brief respite. With a sudden gesture the boy held out half his sandwich. UYou want some?" he asked her in a hoarse soft voice, and his
eyes looked into her face, dark and candid like lakes at twilight. But
the bread was grimy from his c~rled, brown hand, and Mary wasn't
hungry. She smiled apologetically and shook her head. ~'Thanks, but
I ate in the diner," she said, and she couldn't understand why she felt
so wounded when he turned away and went on eating, looking out the
window and not speaking again.
\Vhen the;r other passenge:vs got on, talking confidentially and
settling like clucking chickens on their roosts, she saw them in.a dream.
She had not realized how tired she was, and when she saw Bennett and
Gus stumbling tall and ~oisy down the aisle, waving a pint bottle of
rye, she smiled at them as from the bottom of a well.
I
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"Hey, you going to sleep on tis?" Gus protested, climbinJover her.
.~
"You can't do that, we got some liquor for you."
She shook her head sleepily and started to move over to make
room for Bennett,. but he pushed her back. "You sit there and stretch
your legs. I'll sit behind the seat a while." He took her place beside
the Indian boy and when the bus moved off again Mary sat between the
two soldiers, relaxed and weary and unthinking. They talked across
her, leaning heavily against her shoulders as they passed the bottle pack
and forth, and she found it comforting. She wouldn't share their liquor
with them, refusing with a sleepy smile, but when they leaned their faces
down to hers, saying insistently, "Isn't that right, Mary? Huh? Isn't
'"" that right?" she would open her eyes with an effort and smiling peace
fully murmur, "That's right," although she haq. not heard a word they~
said.
She must have dozed off finally, for when' she opened her eyes a
little later, it was not a little later but already early evening, and the
green-gold light outside was shining palely on the farms that lay outside
the city. She turned her head and saw that in her sleep she had curled
against Bennett's shoulder and that her crumpled cotton dress was
twisted up above her knees. She felt as if she had not really woken but.
were still deep in so~e amorphous dream, and even when she stretched
and sat up straight the. buzzing and the ringing in her head went on.
Gus and Bennett had not moved or changed. The bottle was empty but
they still leaned across her, talking only a little more thickly and looking
at her with eyes as bright as ever.
"I'm glad you woke up, Mary," Gus said, fumbling in his pocket.
HI want to show you a picture of my wife. You didn't know I was married, did you? Got three kids, too." He brought a picture out of his
wallet and, smoothing it tenderly, passed it to Mary, peering intently
and breathing whiskey into her face. "Some shape, huh, Mary?"
_ -~ It was a picture of a pretty blonde bursting out of a two-piece bathing suit, and it looked as if it had been cut from a magaziq.e. Mary
looked at it, smiling automatically as she said-dully, "She's veny pretty."
Bennett. leaned heavily on her other side, looking at the picture
in her hands. "That's BettyGrable," he said matter-of-factly... "A very
nice dish," and he pulled out his own wallet. "I got something ~etter
than that, Mary. You want to read a poem?" he asked her, turning his
wide young eyes on her ~nd looking deep into her own.
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Mary felt drugged with strangeness and confusion. Then' the
pretty blonde wasn't really Gus's- wife? and he hadn't really three children as he had, said? She didn't know what it. meant, but she felt a
frightened ang~r against Gus~ . She watched Bennett's dumsy, boyish
hands unfolding a lined sheet of notepaper, and moved by the care with
which he straightened the creases and by the painstaking, childish handwriting that covered the paper, she thought righteously, a poem means
as much to this boy as a pin-up girl to Gus. Bennett gave the paper
to her and turning to face her, watched her with a wide-eyed little smile
as she began to' read. .
With the fit:st words a shock of cold sickness went through Mary's
body and for what seemed eternity she sat holding the poem in her
hands, unable to mo~e, her eyes stiff and her heart twisted in furious
.recoil. It was the first piece of real pornography that she had ever seen.
Stanza after stanza covered the worn piece of paper, and the wor~ explicit and lovingly put together, were like red hot needles in her flesh.
Her eyes had taken in the first two stanzas at a glance, before she knew
what she was reading, and she knew that that was only the beginning,
that even that was nothing to what was yet to come. She sat frozen,
with unseeing eyes, unable to look at the childishly-writ.ten words and
yet unable to move to get the filthy paper out of her hands, while a
torrent of fury and terror such as she had never known raged within her.
Finally with an effort of will that shook her whole being, she folded the
paper with trembling hands and keeping her set, furious face straight
ahead she thrust the poem at Bennett.
She saw nothing though her eyes were wide open, but she heard
the paper being carefully returned to the wallet and Bennett's soft
young voice saying sadly, "Guess she don't like my poem, huh, Gus?"
and Gus's sharp, hoarse voice replying, "Why, that's a mighty fine poem,
Bennett; maybe she just isn't the literary type."
For the last half-hour before they reached the city depot she sat
rigidly betweeJ? them, imprisoned between their h~avy shoulders, staring with blind eyes straight before her. Bennett and Gus leaned and
talked acro.ss her as if she were not there, unconcerned, untouched, with fP
no change in their voices or in their bright, blank eyes. Wh~i1 they
got to Minneapolis they pushed their way off the bus before the others,
cursing cheerfully at the driver till' he found their duffel bags; and by
the time Mary descended, weak-kneed, to the platform, they had been-:-'
swallowed up in the station crowd. As she waited to claim her bag she
I
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saw the India~ boy, carrying' a cardboard suitcase, go out through the
depot doors and stand hesitating, on the crowded sidewalk. But 'when
she followed him out, her own suitcase in her hand, he was gone.
Walking along the downtown street in the early evening she felt
as if she were in a strange city, a place she'd never been. The city noises
were all around her in the hot twilight air, but they seemed to come to
her across a great distance. In the half-empty yellow trolley the strangeness persisted; the hard straw seats, the indifferent conductor, the tired·
looking p~ople in their wrinkled summer clothes· were all unreal. She
looked at them but they did not look at her. It was as if either she or
they were a dream and not really there, and she couldn't tell which was
which. It was incredible to her that she had lived in this city all her
life. She kept thinking, seven hours ago I was in Bemidji, and she
could see again the flat sandy iand stretching all about her and the blue
lakes lying beyond. Was that land real or unreal now? In panic she
opened her eyes wide, staring desperately at each blank face in the trolley, at each street, the same as every other, that passed outside. With a
slow steady sense of horror she saw that time and space, moving with
their implacable, terrible power, had somehow left her behind and she
was lost.
When she got off the trolley' at her ·corner her legs trembled beneath her. She. saw no one as she climbed the stairs to her apartment,
the suitcase hanging from her arm like a dead appendage. In the apart·,
ment she stood for a long time before she thought to put the suitcase
down. Everything looked small, unfamiliar, impersonal. It was impossible that she had ever lived there with David. It was growing dark as
she went about op~ning the windows, but she didn't turn on the lights.
Black soot lay on the window sills and even when the windows were
open the air was still and death-like.
In the bedroom she pulled back the bedclothes and took off her
clothes. She lay in the middle of the hot, dry bed with the sheet kicked
down and her ,nightgown pulled up over her knees, watching the sky
darken into blackness. She tried to picture David's face, she willed it
to come to her, but she saw instead only the dark, innocent eyes of
Bennett, and his blank, expectant smile. She fought him furiously,
digging her fingers into the mattress and turning her head sharply on
the pillow, b!1t he remained, and a wave of physical desire she could
not stem swept 'over her. She lay still, seething with a helpless need,
and the first few lines of the poe~ came into her head., She heard
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them repeated over and over by a grinning, boyish voice, and with
despairing hatred and horror she found her~elf wis4.,ing, wishing desperately, to know the words of the rest of the poem. ,..
.
Suddenly she knew, with certainty, something that had never occurred to her before. She knew that David had not been faithful to her
during this year away, and she felt no protest. Ju~t as she was betraying
him tonight, so David had betrayed her, once or twice or oftener. She
saw then that the circle of betrayll1 was endless-:-Bennett had betrayed
her simple friendliness, she had betrayed the Indian boy's brave gesture of dignity and brotherhood, and he in turn had betrayed. others,
if only in the act of leaving his people and th~t 'secret, wasted country
to come, self-seeking, to the city. She saw that Bennett himself, with'
all the millions like him, had been ,betrayed, helplessly and utt~rly, into
war, into death, into the corruption of all that was young and simple
in him. In wartime there could be nothing but betrayal. At every
moment, all over the world~ love and humanity were being betrayed
,.
by all mankind.
As she lay there hopelessly, her heart sick unto death, she felt again
the presence of the vast north lake country, still lying there behind her
as it bad lain through centuries of war al1d exploitation. There only
did betrayal end, and with the first transport of religious faith that she
had ever felt she knew that some day, soon, both she and the Indian boy
would go back.
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